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Abstract
The current study used a person-centered approach to investigate different profiles of helicopter parenting in conjunction with
parental psychological control and parental warmth. Child outcomes of parenting profiles were also examined. Participants
consisted of 458 emerging adults who completed questionnaires at age 19 (51% female, 33% from single families, 74% college
students). Latent profile analyses were conducted separately for mothers and fathers, and profiles included “warm helicopter”
parents (77% of mothers, 50% of fathers), “controlling helicopter” parents (20% of mothers, 12% of fathers), “low-involved”
parents (3% of both mothers and fathers), “average” fathers (30%), and “high controlling helicopter” fathers (4%). Parenting
profiles were differentially associated with children’s school engagement, depression, and delinquency. Discussion focused on the
relatively low salience of helicopter parenting in relation to other aspects of parenting and the implications for emerging adult
children’s development.
Keywords
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Emerging adulthood is a developmental period characterized
by instability, uncertainty, and exploration in various aspects
of life such as identity and education (Arnett, 2000). As emerging adults experience role fluctuations, their relationships
with parents also undergo changes. The process of reshaping
parent–child relationships during emerging adulthood is of particular importance as parents continue to influence emerging
adults’ development (Nelson & Padilla-Walker, 2013) and
since successful individuation separation from parents is critical to identity development and well-being of emerging adults
(Koepke & Denissen, 2012). Ideally, the previous hierarchical
parent–child relationship would transform into a more symmetrical relationship between two autonomous adults (Aquilino,
1997) while maintaining ongoing connectedness with and support from parents (Hair, Moore, Garrett, Ling, & Cleveland,
2008). Indeed, healthy parent–child relationships in emerging
adulthood encompass a balance between connection (Fingerman & Yahirun, 2015) and autonomy (Smollar & Youniss,
1989). Achieving this developmentally appropriate parent–
child relationship may be challenging for some families as
many emerging adult children (Arnett & Schwab, 2012) and
their parents (Nelson et al., 2007) tend to perceive emerging
adults as not yet being fully adults but report that parents have
legitimate authority over their child’s lives (Padilla-Walker,

Nelson, & Knapp, 2014). Parents who hold this view may be
prone to pose threats to the child’s needs for autonomy by
exerting unwanted influence.
Parental overinvolvement during a child’s third decade of
life has been identified as a growing issue as more millennials
delay taking on adult roles (Darlow, Norvilitis, & Schuetze,
2017). Specifically, helicopter parenting has recently been
recognized as a unique form of parental control during emerging adulthood with implications of inhibiting the child’s
growth and restricting opportunities to develop skills
(Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2012). Although popular media has
often painted caricatures of helicopter parents as overinvolved
but loving parents who mean well despite their hovering behavior, research studies have found little evidence that helicopter
parenting is associated with well-intentioned, warm parenting
(e.g., Nelson, Padilla-Walker, & Nielson, 2015). However,
existing research has not considered variability in helicopter

1

Brigham Young University, Provo, UT, USA

Corresponding Author:
Laura Padilla-Walker, Phd, Brigham Young University, 2071 JFSB, Provo, UT
84602, USA.
Email: laura_walker@byu.edu

Padilla-Walker et al.
parents by exploring helicopter parenting that co-occurs with
other adaptive and maladaptive aspects of parenting.
Moreover, though the media has depicted helicopter parenting to be a central feature of parenting in emerging adulthood,
that helicopter parenting is the norm may be an overstatement
since only a small portion of parents even engage in highly controlling parenting (Nelson, Padilla-Walker, Christensen, Evans,
& Carroll, 2011). Rather, helicopter parenting as a distinct
tactic of parental overinvolvement may be best understood in
conjunction with other more prominent parenting approaches.
Examining different parenting contexts in which helicopter
parenting operates may provide information about how helicopter parenting might function as a means for support for
some individuals and a means for control for others. Thus, the
purpose of this study was to determine whether and how different groups of parents utilize helicopter parenting in combination with parental psychological control and parental warmth
and to explore how these configurations of parenting are differentially associated with child outcomes.

Helicopter Parenting
Helicopter parenting is a unique form of control characterized
by parents making important decisions for their child and trying to solve problems that their child could reasonably solve
themselves (Hunt, 2008), such as monitoring school work or
solving roommate problems (Schiffrin et al., 2014). Although
there is overlap, helicopter parenting has been found to be
meaningfully distinct from behavioral control and psychological control (Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2012) and is not correlated (Nelson et al., 2015) or is negatively correlated (Luebbe
et al., 2016) with parental warmth. That being said, recent
research suggests that different types of helicopter parenting
may exist that are paired with other aspects of parenting and
may be differentially effective for children. For example,
Luebbe and colleagues (2016) found evidence for three subscales of helicopter parenting, one of which (autonomy
limiting) was negatively associated with parental care and positively associated with parental control and another of which
(information seeking) was associated with higher parental
care but not associated with control. Another study sought to
explore the relations between helicopter parenting and child
outcomes when helicopter parenting was used in the context
of parental warmth and when it was not (Nelson et al., 2015).
These authors found that helicopter parenting in the absence
of parental warmth was consistently associated with negative
child outcomes (e.g., lower self-worth, higher risk behaviors),
but findings were less consistent in the context of high parental warmth.
Taken together, these studies raise questions about whether
different types of helicopter parents exist and if helicopter
parenting paired with other aspects of parenting (e.g., control)
might be more damaging than when paired with others (e.g.,
warmth). However, all the research to date on helicopter parenting has taken a variable-centered approach, assuming
homogeneity in the population of interest. In other words,
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variable-centered approaches (such as regression analysis)
focus on associations between variables and consider associations that are similar in all group members (Laursen & Hoff,
2006). In relation to the current topic, variable-centered
approaches might consider average levels of helicopter parenting, controlling parenting, and parental warmth in any
given sample and explore questions related to predictors and
outcomes of parenting independent of other aspects of parenting. In contrast, person-centered approaches (such as latent
profile analysis [LPA]) focus on differences among individuals by categorizing individuals into groups or profiles (in
this case, based on different aspects of parenting), so that
between-group variability is more salient than within-group
variability. Person-centered analyses identify groups or profiles of parents that are similar on a specified number of attributes. A person-centered approach will allow us to explore
whether different groups of parents exist within our given
sample and to interpret differences between these groups.
This analysis will also allow us to consider the relative salience of helicopter parenting in defining parenting profiles
compared to parental control and parental warmth. As noted
previously, though helicopter parenting receives a great deal
of attention in the popular media, research has not found it
to be a common parenting behavior during the transition to
adulthood compared to other forms of control such as psychological control (see Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2012).

Parenting Profiles
Helicopter parenting may be understood as providing intense
support (e.g., financial, emotional, and academic; Fingerman,
Cheng, Wesselmann, et al., 2012) motivated by love and concern for the child. Parents who want to prevent their children
from making mistakes (i.e., preventative approach; Rousseau
& Scharf, 2017) may show their concern through overinvolvement. These parents may thus exhibit high levels of helicopter
parenting and warmth/support in their attempts to provide
resources to help navigate this period of life. For example, a
study on clusters of parenting during emerging adulthood
identified a group of mothers and fathers called “inconsistent”
who reported high levels of both control and responsiveness
(Nelson et al., 2011), though this study did not consider helicopter parenting.
In contrast, helicopter parenting could be understood as
intense support as a means of controlling the child (PadillaWalker & Nelson, 2012) or in response to parental anxiety
(Segrin, Woszidlo, Givertz, Bauer, & Taylor Murphy, 2012).
Specifically, helicopter parenting may be coupled with psychological control (i.e., parenting that induces guilt, uses manipulation, and withdraws love as attempts to change children’s
behavior according to parents’ desires; Barber & Harmon,
2002). Parents who are anxious about distancing their emerging
adult children tend to practice psychological control (Kins,
Soenens, & Beyers, 2011) and overprotective parenting
(Katrijn, Soenens, Van Petegem, & Kins, 2017). These parents
may engage in helicopter parenting and psychological control
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in order to induce continued dependency. Consistent with this
argument, several studies have found overlap between parental
psychological control and helicopter parenting (Luebbe et al.,
2016; Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2012). Thus, the first purpose
of this study was to identify profiles of parents based on levels
of helicopter parenting, parental warmth, and psychological
control.

Outcomes of Parenting Profiles
The second purpose of the study was to explore child outcomes
that may be associated with profiles of parenting. Research
is well established regarding positive outcomes of parental
warmth and support (e.g., Inguglia et al., 2016) and negative
outcomes of parental psychological control during emerging
adulthood (for a review, see Padilla-Walker & Nelson, in
press). Although helicopter parenting in general has been associated with negative outcomes (e.g., low self-efficacy, BradleyGeist & Olson-Buchanan, 2014) during emerging adulthood,
other studies have also found intense support to be linked with
greater child life satisfaction and psychological adjustment
(Fingerman, Cheng, Wesselmann, et al., 2012). Based on these
findings, we expected helicopter parenting combined with psychological control to be negatively associated with child adjustment and the combination of parental warmth and helicopter
parenting to be positively associated with adjustment.
Specifically, based on past findings highlighting their
developmental significance, we examined school engagement,
depression, and delinquency as outcomes of parenting profiles.
As many emerging adults pursue postsecondary education,
unwanted parental intervention and its influence in regard to
academic performance has received considerable attention.
Studies have found helicopter parenting to be negatively associated with academic performance such as school engagement
(Darlow et al., 2017) via procrastination (Hong, Hwang, Kuo,
& Hsu, 2015). Helicopter parenting has also been related to
poor mental health (Reed, Duncan, Lucier-Greer, Fixelle, &
Ferraro, 2016). As depression has become a growing issue for
emerging adults (Berry, 2004) due to the increased instabilities
and uncertainties that children face during this time period
(Kuwabara, Van Voorhees, Gollan, & Alexander, 2007), we
examined how different combinations of parenting would be
associated with child depressive symptoms. Emerging adulthood is also characterized by a period of exploration and
novelty seeking. With less social control and structure, emerging adults often engage in risky behaviors such as drug use
and heavy drinking (White et al., 2006). While previous findings have indicated the adverse impact of parental psychological control on problem behaviors during emerging adulthood
(Wagner & Abaied, 2016), inconsistent findings regarding the
outcomes of helicopter parenting further support the need for
considering different profiles of helicopter parenting. For example, helicopter parenting has been both positively (Cui, Allen,
Fincham, May, & Love, 2018) and negatively (Earle & LaBrie,
2016) associated with emerging adults’ alcohol use. Thus, we
expected that different profiles of helicopter parenting would
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have differential impact on delinquency and that the combinations of high parental psychological control and helicopter parenting would be associated with greater delinquency.

Current Study
As recent research has suggested the possibility of helicopter
parenting as a unique form of parental control (Nelson et al.,
2015), others have considered it an aspect of involvement
(Luebbe et al., 2016) or intense support (e.g., financial, emotional, and academic; Fingerman, Cheng, Wesselmann, et al.,
2012). The primary goal of this study was to use personcentered analyses to explore the ways in which helicopter parenting, parental psychological control, and parental warmth
may co-occur in different groups of parents. It was hypothesized that some parents would engage in helicopter parenting
combined with parental warmth, while others may exhibit high
levels of both helicopter parenting and psychological control.
We also explored whether parenting profiles differed as a function of child gender, living arrangement, and whether or not the
emerging adult was in college. Given the exploratory nature of
these analyses, we had no specific hypotheses in this regard.
Additionally, we explored how profiles of helicopter parenting
would be differentially associated with school engagement,
depression, and delinquency. Based on prior research on the outcomes of helicopter parenting (e.g., Darlow et al., 2017), parental
warmth (e.g., Inguglia et al., 2016), and parental psychological
control (e.g., Wagner & Abaied, 2016), we hypothesized that
helicopter parenting paired with warmth would be associated
with adaptive outcomes, while helicopter parenting coupled
with psychological control would be associated with reduced
school engagement and higher depression and delinquency.
Children’s perceptions of their parents’ behaviors were used
to measure helicopter parenting, parental psychological control, and parental warmth in this study. Child reports tend to
more accurately capture actual parenting behaviors than parent
reports, since parents have been found to depict their own parenting more favorably than do their partners or children (e.g.,
Bögels & van Melick, 2004). Although child report of perceived parenting behaviors may reduce the bias of parents’
socially desirable answers, children may display a heightened
sensitivity to exertion of parental influence in emerging adulthood and thus may overestimate helicopter parenting. Nonetheless, child report may also provide information about the extent
to which children perceive helicopter parenting to be intrusive.
Given the increased need for autonomy during emerging adulthood, it was expected that children’s reactions to the perceived
threat of autonomy from parents would be expressed through
their behavioral and emotional outcomes (i.e., school engagement, depression, and delinquency).

Method
Participants and Procedures
Participants included 458 emerging adults from a northwestern city in the United States who completed questionnaires
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at age 19 (51% female, 33% from single-parent families). All
emerging adults reported on their mother figure and the
majority also reported on their father figure (n ¼ 410). The
majority (74%) reported attending college or technical school,
16% indicated not attending college, and 6% reported being in
high school or having just graduated from high school. In
regard to living situation, 57% of the emerging adults indicated living with parents, 35% reported either living on campus or in an apartment/house with roommates, and 4%
indicated living with a romantic partner. In terms of ethnicity,
67% of participants were European American, 11% were
African American, and 22% were multiethnic or other ethnicities. Regarding family income, 18% reported a family
income less than US $40,000 per year, 48% made between
US $40,000 and US $100,000 a year, and 34% made more
than US $100,000 per year.
Once institutional review board approval was obtained
from the sponsoring university (Protocol number F060311,
Flourishing Families Project), data were collected each year
beginning the first week of May, and longitudinal retention
rate across waves was 90%. For the first five waves of the
study, the questionnaires were administered in the family
home, Waves 6 through 10 were collected using an online survey platform (Qualtrics). Helicopter parenting items were not
added to the data set until Wave 8. As each wave of data
included an age range of 4 years, the data for this study were
restructured by age to examine helicopter parenting profiles
when emerging adult children were 19 years old, so that they
would have transitioned out of high school into college or
work.
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were for their parents. Sample items included “my parent interrupts me” and “my parent will avoid looking at me when I
have disappointed her or him.” Responses ranged from 1
(never) to 5 (very often) with higher scores indicating a
greater degree of maternal and paternal psychological control (a ¼ .90, .91).
School engagement. Emerging adults reported on their own levels of behavioral functioning at school based on a 10-item modified version of a School Engagement Scale (Fredricks,
Blumenfield, & Paris, 2004). Sample items included, “I pay
attention in class” and “I am interested in the work at school”
(a ¼ .83). Responses ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree), with higher scores indicating greater school
engagement.
Delinquency. Child delinquency was measured using 9 items
(Barber, Stolz, & Olsen, 2005) including “I lie or cheat” and
“I use alcohol or drugs.” Participants were asked to rate how
true each statement was about them, which responses ranging
from 0 (not true) to 2 (often true). Higher scores represented
higher levels of delinquent behavior (a ¼ .72).
Depression. Child depression was assessed using the 20-item
self-report CES-DC (Weissman, Orvaschel, & Padian, 1980).
Participants responded by rating the degree to which they have
experienced each item in the past week, with a Likert-type
scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 4 (a lot). Sample items
included, “I was bothered by things that usually don’t bother
me,” with higher scores indicating greater depressive symptoms (a ¼ .92).

Measures
Helicopter parenting. Emerging adults reported on helicopter
parenting using a 5-item Helicopter Parenting Scale asking
about the degree to which mothers and fathers made important
decisions for their children (Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2012).
Children answered questions on a 5-point scale ranging from
1 (not at all like her) to 5 (a lot like her). Sample questions consisted of “my parent intervenes in settling disputes with my
roommates or friends” and “my parent solves any crisis or
problem I might have” (a ¼ .81, .83).
Parental warmth. Emerging adult children reported on their
mothers’ and fathers’ warmth using the 5-item warmth/support
subscale of the Parenting Styles and Dimensions Questionnaire—Short Version (Robinson, Mandleco, Olsen, & Hart,
2001). Questions included behaviors indicative of warmth such
as “My mother/father is responsive to my feelings and needs”
(a ¼ .89, .87). Responses ranged from 1 (never) to 5 (always),
with higher scores representing greater maternal and paternal
warmth.
Parental psychological control. Maternal and paternal psychological control were assessed using the 8-item Psychological Control Scale (Barber, 1996). Children answered how true items

Data Analysis Plan
LPA was conducted using Mplus 8.0 to identify groups of parents who might be different on levels of helicopter parenting,
warmth, and control. Defaults were used in regard to variances
and covariances across profiles. To determine the profile solution, we began with one profile and added profiles incrementally until there was no further improvement or profile sizes
became too small to interpret. To compare the models, the following standard fit indices were evaluated. Lowest values of
the Akaike information criterion (AIC), the Bayesian information criterion (BIC), the sample size–adjusted Bayesian information criterion (SSABIC) indicated the best fit (Burnham &
Anderson, 2004), with the SSABIC adjusting for the sample
size (Sclove, 1987). The Vuong–Lo–Mendell–Rubin test
(VLMR) and the Lo–Mendell–Rubin (LMR) adjusted likelihood ratio compared two models and provided significance
(p value) of model fit with one additional profile (Lo, Mendell,
& Rubin, 2001). Entropy was also considered in order to evaluate the quality of discrimination among latent groups, with
values closer to 1 representing better classification of cases
(Ramaswamy, DeSarbo, Reibstein, & Robinson, 1993). The
profile solution was selected based on the goodness of fit and
parsimony. After profile extraction, the R3step procedure was
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Table 1. Correlations and Descriptive Statistics of All Study Variables.
Variables
1. Helicopter parenting
2. Parental warmth
3. Parental psychological control
4. School engagement
5. Depression
6. Delinquency
M
SD

1

2

3

4

5

6

—
.12*
.19***
.07
.03
.01
2.44/2.03
.91/.84

.24***
—
.42***
.26***
.13**
.11*
3.94/3.52
.85/.98

.06
.37***
—
.16**
.27***
.09*
2.00/1.81
.78/.75

.14*
.23***
.14**
—
.17**
.17**
4.01
.70

.05
.18***
.24***
.17**
—
.25***
1.77
.60

.09
.09
.12*
.17**
.25***
—
.39
.30

Note. All correlations below the diagonal are for mothers and above the diagonal are for fathers. Means and standard deviations before the slash indicate reports of
mothers and after the slash are for fathers.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Table 2. Relative Model Fit by Number of Latent Profiles for Mothers.
Profiles
1
2
3
4
5

Profile Percentage
100
79,
3,
55,
52,

(n ¼ 458)
21
20, 77
3, 29, 13
30, 5, 3, 10

AIC

BIC

SSABIC

LMR

3,194.46
3,042.60
2,972.83
2,941.61
2,924.54

3,219.22
3,083.86
3,030.61
3,015.89
3,015.33

3,200.17
3,052.13
2,986.17
2,958.77
2,945.51

—
p < .001
p < .001
p ¼ .16
p ¼ .35

VLMR
p
p
p
p

—
< .001
< .001
¼ .17
¼ .36

Entropy
—
.82
.88
.81
.83

Note. Information criteria values in boldface represent the best fitting profile. AIC ¼ Akaike information criterion; BIC ¼ Bayesian information criterion; SSABIC ¼
sample size–adjusted Bayesian information criterion; LMR ¼ Lo–Mendell–Rubin; VLMR ¼ Vuong–Lo–Mendell–Rubin.

used to explore likely profile membership based on child gender, college attendance, and living arrangement and the du3step
auxiliary procedure was performed to explore differences in
profile means based on outcome variables (Asparouhov &
Muthén, 2014). Less than 5% of the data were missing and
were considered to be missing completely at random (Little’s
Missing Completely at Random test: w2 ¼ 3.94, p ¼ .139), and
the full information maximum likelihood feature was applied
during LPA.

Results
Descriptive statistics and correlations between all study variables are presented in Table 1. We acknowledge that all parenting variables represent emerging adult children’s perceptions
of parenting. Notably, helicopter parenting was positively correlated with parental warmth, while psychological control was
negatively correlated with parental warmth for both mothers
and fathers. Maternal helicopter parenting was also positively
correlated with maternal psychological control, but paternal
helicopter parenting was not. In addition, helicopter parenting
was generally not correlated with the outcome variables, while
other parenting variables were correlated with the outcomes in
the expected direction.
In order to make comparisons between children’s perceptions of mothers and fathers, measurement invariance for child
reports of mothers’ and fathers’ helicopter parenting, parental
warmth, and parental psychological control was tested using
the Wald’s w2 difference test for parameter constraints. The test

was performed sequentially at the configural, metric, and strict
invariance levels (Vandenberg, & Lance, 2000). Constraining
the factor loadings to be equal across perceptions of maternal
and paternal parenting yielded nonsignificant w2 values for
helicopter parenting (Wald test ¼ 2.09, p ¼ .719) and parentalwarmth (Wald test ¼ 4.13, p ¼ .390). Constraining the factor
loading and intercepts produced significant Wald values, so
configural and metric invariance were achieved for helicopter
parenting and parental warmth. Regarding parental psychological control, factor loadings showed equality for 6 of the 8
items across mothers and fathers; thus, partial metric invariance was established. The 2 items that did not show metric
equivalence on the factor loadings included, “My parent will
avoid looking at me when I have disappointed her/him” and “If
I have hurt her or his feelings, my parent stops talking to me
until I please her/him again.” Based on these analyses, we felt
confident that we were measuring similar constructs for mothers and fathers.

LPA
The latent profiles were identified using helicopter parenting,
parental warmth, and parental psychological control, with separate models for mothers and fathers. For the mother model
(see Table 2 for fit indices), fit statistics suggested improvement from one to two profiles and from two to three profiles.
Although AIC, BIC, and SSABIC continued to decrease for the
four and five profile models, they did so incrementally and the
LMR and VLMR showed no significant improvement in
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Table 3. Relative Model Fit by Number of Latent Profiles for Fathers.
Profiles

Profile Percentage

AIC

BIC

SSABIC

1
2
3
4
5
6

100 (n ¼ 410)
85, 15
10, 74, 15
19, 12, 3, 67
3, 30, 51, 12, 4
3, 51, 2, 12, 30, 2

2,845.23
2,719.33
2,685.22
2,653.15
2,600.26
2,581.47

2,869.33
2,759.49
2,741.45
2,725.44
2,688.61
2,685.89

2,850.29
2,727.76
2,697.02
2,668.32
2,618.80
2,603.38

LMR
p
p
p
p
p

—
< .001
¼ .08
¼ .32
¼ .04
¼ .30

VLMR

Entropy

—
p < .001
p ¼ .09
p ¼ .34
p ¼ .04
p ¼ .30

—
.87
.77
.79
.88
.90

Note. Information criteria values in boldface represent the best fitting profile. AIC ¼ Akaike information criterion; BIC ¼ Bayesian information criterion; SSABIC ¼
sample size–adjusted Bayesian information criterion; LMR ¼ Lo–Mendell–Rubin; VLMR ¼ Vuong–Lo–Mendell–Rubin.

5
4.5
4
3.5
3
2.5
2
1.5
1
0.5
0

Low-involvement (3%)

Controlling Helicopter (20%)
Helicopter

Warmth

Warm Helicopter (77%)

Control

Figure 1. Pattern of mean scores on maternal helicopter parenting, warmth, and psychological control as a function of latent profile.
Note: All variables were on a 1-5 scale.

moving from three to four profiles. Based on these fit statistics,
we opted to interpret the three-profile solution for mothers. For
the father model (see Table 3 for fit indices), fit statistics suggested improvement from one to two profiles, but the LMR and
VLMR decrease in fit from the two to three profile and three to
four profile solutions. However, from four to five profiles, the
AIC, BIC, and SSABIC decreased more markedly and the
LMR and VLMR suggested an increase in model fit from four
to five profiles. Thus, we opted to interpret the five-profile
solution for fathers. We noted the existence of small profile
sizes for both the mother and father models, so encourage caution when interpreting these groups. Despite their size, we
opted to retain them in our interpretation because they seemed
theoretically relevant and were consistent between mothers
and fathers.
Before we interpreted profiles, we explored entropy to see
which aspect of parenting was distinguishing between profiles
the most, and we explored whether helicopter parenting was
significantly different across different profiles using model
constraints in Mplus. For the mother model, these analyses suggested that psychological control and warmth were contributing most to distinguishing between profiles (.72 for each)
followed by helicopter parenting (.43). Constraints suggested
that those in the first profile for mothers had lower levels of

helicopter parenting than the other two profiles, which did not
differ from one another.
For the father model, these analyses suggested that psychological control was contributing most to distinguishing
between profiles (.81) followed by warmth (.39) and helicopter parenting (.26). Constraints suggested that those in the
first profile for fathers had lower levels of helicopter parenting than any other profile, but none of the other profiles differed significantly in their levels of helicopter parenting.
With these analyses in mind, we interpreted the different
profiles.
The three-profile solution for mothers is depicted in Figure
1 and the five-profile solution for fathers in Figure 2. Three of
the five profiles were very similar for mothers and fathers.
The first profile (3% of both mothers and fathers) consisted
of parents who scored below the mean on all parenting variables, so we called this group “low-involvement” parents. The
second profile (20% of mothers, 12% of fathers) had similar
levels of warmth and control, but these levels represented control that was above the mean and warmth that was below the
mean, with slightly above average levels of helicopter parenting, so we called this group “controlling helicopter” parents.
The second profile (77% of mothers, 50% of fathers) had levels of warmth above the mean and psychological control
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5
4.5
4
3.5
3
2.5
2
1.5
1
0.5
0
Low-involvement (3%)

Average (30%)

Warm Helicopter (51%) Controlling Helicopter
(12%)

Helicopter

Warmth

High Controlling
Helicopter (4%)

Control

Figure 2. Pattern of mean scores on paternal helicopter parenting, warmth, and psychological control as a function of latent profiles.
Note: All variables were on a 1-5 scale.

Table 4. Test of Mean Differences Across Outcome Variables as a Function of Maternal Profiles.
Variables
School engagement
Depression
Delinquency

Profile 1 Low Involvement

Profile 2 Controlling Helicopter

Profile 3 Warm Helicopter

Overall w2

p Value

3.29 (.30)a
1.59 (.04)a
0.50 (.10)

3.72 (.13)a
2.13 (.09)b
0.47 (.06)

4.11 (.05)b
1.67 (.04)a
0.36 (.02)

12.75
17.80
3.55

.002
.001
.170

Note. Standard errors presented in parentheses. Means with differing subscripts are statistically different at p < .05.

Table 5. Test of Mean Differences Across Outcome Variables as a Function of Paternal Profiles.
Variables
School
engagement
Depression
Delinquency

Profile 1
Low Involvement

Profile 2
Average

Profile 3
Warm Helicopter

Profile 4
Controlling Helicopter

Profile 5 High
Controlling Helicopter

Overall
w2

p Value

3.17 (.30)a

3.91 (.08)b

4.18 (.07)c

3.99 (.10)bc

3.26 (.24)a

19.99

.001

2.37 (.27)a
0.83 (.12)a

1.82 (.07)b
0.38 (.04)b

1.60 (.07)c
0.34 (.03)b

1.95 (.09)ab
0.45 (.05)c

2.39 (.21)a
0.53 (.09)c

20.93
18.97

.001
.001

Note. Standard errors presented in parentheses. Means with differing subscripts are statistically different at p < .05.

below the mean, with levels of helicopter parenting right at
mean levels, so we called this group “warm helicopter” parents. Two additional profiles were identified for fathers. One
(30%) had levels of all three parenting variables right around
their respective means. This group really did not stand out in
any way, so we called this group “average” fathers. Another
small group (4%) displayed very high levels of control and
low levels of warmth, with helicopter parenting around the
mean, so we called this group “high controlling helicopter”
fathers.
After establishing and interpreting profiles, we used logistical regression analyses to determine if child gender, whether
emerging adults were in college, and whether they were living
with their parents predicted profile membership. None of the
pairwise comparisons for living arrangement or child gender
were statistically significant, but attending college was

associated with parenting profiles. For the mother model, those
attending college were less likely to perceive their parents as
warm helicopter parents compared to controlling helicopter
parents (odds ratio [OR] ¼ .81, SE ¼ .34, p ¼ .018). For the
father model, those attending college were less likely to perceive their parents as warm helicopter parents compared to
average parents (OR ¼ .77, SE ¼ .31, p ¼ .012) and more
likely to perceive their parents as high controlling helicopter
parents compared to warm helicopter parents (OR ¼ 1.13,
SE ¼ .40, p ¼ .005).

Association of Latent Profiles With Child Adjustment
Outcomes
We then evaluated mean differences between profiles on the
basis of child school engagement (only for those attending
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school, which excluded about 16% of the sample), depression,
and delinquency for both mother (see Table 4) and father (see
Table 5) models. For mothers, results indicated that warm helicopter mothers had children with the highest level of school
engagement, whereas controlling helicopter mothers had children with the highest levels of depressive symptoms. There was
no difference between the warm helicopter and low involvement profiles on depressive symptoms and no difference
between any profiles on delinquency. For fathers, results suggested that warm helicopter and average fathers had children
with the lowest levels of depressive symptoms and delinquency. Warm helicopter fathers also had children with the
highest levels of school engagement (no difference from controlling helicopter). School engagement was lowest and depressive symptoms and delinquency highest for high controlling
helicopter and low involvement fathers.

Discussion
Although the media portrays helicopter parents as individuals
who lovingly hover over their child to promote success, mounting research evidence is unclear on whether or not helicopter
parenting co-occurs with warmth or is more indicative of parental control. Recent research suggests that some forms of helicopter parenting are maladaptive while others less so (Luebbe
et al., 2016). However, all research of which we are aware has
used a variable-centered approach, which does not allow for
heterogeneity in parenting. Thus, the purpose of the current
study was to use a person-centered approach to assess whether
different profiles of helicopter parents might be identified and
how these different profiles would be associated with child outcomes during emerging adulthood. Findings were somewhat
consistent with hypotheses suggesting that parents may use
helicopter parenting in concert with a variety of other aspects
of parenting and that these combinations are associated differentially with child outcomes.

Profiles of Helicopter Parents
Addressing our first research question, we found evidence of
three different parenting profiles for mothers and five for
fathers, as reported by emerging adult children. The largest
group of both mothers (77%) and fathers (50%) were those
that displayed above average levels of warmth and average
levels of helicopter parenting or “warm helicopter parents.”
While this suggests that a large portion of parents are characterized as warm while also displaying at least average levels
of helicopter parenting, it is of note that levels of helicopter
parenting were not high in this or any profile. Thus, while one
may be tempted to suggest this profile is consistent with the
picture painted by the media of parents who are intensely
overinvolved but also very loving, we feel this would be an
overstatement and argue that levels of both warmth and helicopter parenting in this profile are at best, moderate. Indeed,
rather than being helicopter parents who are warm, this group
of parents might be better characterized as warm parents who

139
occasionally employ helicopter parenting or, in other words,
step in to assist their children at an average (which is relatively low) level.
It is also of note that while profiles did not differ as a function of child gender or living arrangement, we did find that
children were less likely to perceive their mothers and fathers
as warm helicopter parents (compared to controlling profiles)
if the child was attending college. It is possible that children
who are attending college perceive their parents as less
warm and more controlling because parents may be providing
financial support for college that allows an increased level of
control or leverage over the child (Padilla-Walker et al.,
2014; Padilla-Walker, Nelson, & Carroll, 2012). It is clearly
important for future research to continue to consider both college and noncollege samples as the role of parenting is explored
during the transition to adulthood.
A second group that consisted of both mothers (20%) and
fathers (12%) was characterized by quite high levels of control, low levels of warmth, and average levels of helicopter
parenting. This group is more consistent with conceptualizations by researchers of parents who use helicopter parenting
as a form of control (Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2012) and who
use what might be considered autonomy limiting helicopter
parenting (Luebbe et al., 2016), though it is of note that this
group of parents did not make up the majority. Again, this suggests that the perception of controlling helicopter parents as
the rule (rather than the exception) would be overblown. It
does, however, suggest a group of parents who appear to
employ a number of forms of control (psychological, helicopter) to limit their emerging adult children’s autonomy. Hence,
it may not be accurate to label these types of parents as
“helicopter parents,” specifically, but rather controlling parents more generally.
A final group of parents that was identified for both mothers and fathers (3% for both) was a very small number of parents who scored low on all three aspects of parenting,
suggesting low levels of involvement overall. This is consistent with research on parents of emerging adults suggesting
that for a minority of young people, parents disengage significantly (at least from the child’s perspective) once their children leave the parental home. Whereas this group was very
small in the current study, other studies have found close to
20% of mothers and fathers classified as having low levels
of involvement in a variety of aspects of parenting (e.g., control, punishment, knowledge, warmth, autonomy; Nelson
et al., 2011). It is possible that in the 7 years, since Nelson
et al. conducted their study, fewer parents are uninvolved, but
given the relatively high income sample used in the current
study and the all-college-student sample used by Nelson and
colleagues, additional research is certainly needed to more
clearly understand the prevalence of low levels of parental
involvement during emerging adulthood. This is especially
important given research suggesting that emerging adults
whose parents are involved do better in a variety of ways
including having fewer sexual risks (Wetherill, Neal, &
Fromme, 2010) and delinquent acts (Johnson, Giordano,
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Manning, & Longmore, 2011), as well as demonstrating greater
academic (Bronte-Tinkew, Scott, & Lilja, 2010) and career
(Stringer & Kerpelman, 2010) success.

Unique Profiles for Fathers
Whereas fathers displayed all three profiles that mothers displayed, there were also an additional two profiles that were
unique for fathers. The first (4%) consisted of a group much
like controlling helicopter parents, but with higher levels of
control and lower levels of warmth, we referred to them as
high controlling helicopter parents. Another sizable group was
found for fathers (30%) that we referred to as “average”
because their scores on all three aspects of parenting were right
around mean levels. Interestingly, this is similar to a group of
fathers (but not mothers) that was found in another personcentered study of parenting during emerging adulthood. Nelson
and colleagues (2011) found that nearly 50% of fathers could
be classified as average, with scores near the mean on a variety
of aspects of parenting. The identification of different profiles
for fathers and mothers is consistent with research suggesting
that maternal and paternal parenting may look different (Möller, Nikolić, Majdandžić, & Bögels, 2016; Videon, 2005) and
should be examined separately (Dyer, Day, & Harper, 2014).
These findings are certainly in need of replication, but given
the large number of studies that do not consider paternal parenting, especially during emerging adulthood, this is an important
avenue for future research.
It appears that a small group of fathers may be characterized
by very high levels of control but also that a significant portion
of fathers are relatively “average” in their levels of parenting.
This may reflect messages that fathers receive regarding their
auxiliary (Schmitz, 2016), incompetent (Fagan & Barnett,
2003), or ambiguous (Castelain-Meunier, 2002) parenting
positions compared to mothers. A recent study found that
fathers report spending more time with their children and
being more involved than in the past but also found that
aspects of traditional masculinity were associated with lower
positive father involvement and higher levels of harsh discipline (Petts, Shafer, & Essig, 2018). These findings may
inform the current study and raise the possibility that while
fathers in general may report above average levels of parenting
behavior (about 50% of our sample), the current findings identify at least a sizable minority of fathers who continue to be
perceived as either only marginally involved or controlling
(which may represent fathers who are high on traditional masculinity or have received negative messages of fatherhood).
Given that parents of emerging adults may feel less confident
and clear of their roles once children leave the home, it is possible that this ambiguity is even more pronounced for fathers.
Clearly, future research is needed on fathering during emerging adulthood.
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distinguishing factor in parenting profiles for either mothers or
fathers. Rather, control was the clearest factor for fathers and
both warmth and control for mothers in distinguishing between
profiles. In addition, other than the low-involved profile, none
of the other profiles differed in their levels of helicopter parenting, suggesting that for most parents of emerging adults, this
approach to parenting (i.e., overinvolvement) is not terribly
prevalent or distinguishing or is simply a part of a larger overall
approach to parenting that centers on controlling or supporting
their emerging adult children.
Research has certainly found helicopter parenting to be
directly associated with negative outcomes during emerging
adulthood, such as low academic achievement (Schiffrin &
Liss, 2017), low self-efficacy (Givertz & Segrin, 2014), internalizing problems (LeMoyne & Buchanan, 2011), and negative peer relationships (van Ingen et al., 2015). However,
the current study suggests that average levels of helicopter
parenting (which are quite low) paired with above average
levels of warmth are associated with positive outcomes in
emerging adult children. For example, warm helicopter parents had children with the highest levels of school engagement
(for mother and father profiles) and the lowest levels of
depression and delinquency (for father profiles, though it is
of note that these outcomes did not differ from average
fathers). Taken together with past research, we would not go
as far as to suggest that warm helicopter parenting is adaptive,
as it is not associated as consistently with positive outcomes as
is authoritative parenting (Nelson et al., 2011) or autonomous
parenting (Kouros, Pruitt, Ekas, Kiriaki, & Sunderland, 2017).
However, perhaps building upon research that found fewer
risk behaviors for emerging adults whose parents were high
on helicopter parenting but also high on warmth (Nelson
et al., 2015), the current study suggests that average levels
of helicopter parenting that is well meaning and motivated
by love for the child is not as maladaptive as is helicopter parenting motivated or paired with control. Indeed, consistent
with studies that have found controlling parenting to be particularly damaging during emerging adulthood (e.g., Liga et al.,
2017) and low-involved parenting to be maladaptive at all
ages (e.g., Church et al., 2015), the current study found that
controlling helicopter parents, low-involved parents, and high
controlling helicopter fathers had children with higher levels
of depressive symptoms and delinquency compared to other
profiles. These findings suggest that helicopter parenting
paired with control, while less common than helicopter parenting paired with warmth, may be considerably more detrimental to children. However, we would note that these
negative effects are likely more due to control, generally, than
they are to helicopter parenting, specifically, given the salience of control and the degree to which it distinguished
between profiles.

The Salience of Helicopter Parenting

Limitations and Conclusions

Another contribution of the current study is that, despite our
focus on helicopter parenting, this construct was clearly not the

Although the current study adds meaningfully to the literature
on parenting emerging adults and has the clear strength of
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including both college and noncollege students, it is not without limitations. Namely, it is based on cross-sectional data from
a relatively homogeneous sample. Although cross-sectional
data are appropriate for our main research question, future
research should explore whether these parenting profiles
change developmentally and how they might impact children’s
behavior over time. In the current study, we could not determine direction of effects, so it is also possible that children’s
behavior influences helicopter parenting, which should be
explored. Furthermore, given the focus on different profiles
of parents, a more diverse sample might have included additional groups of parents who use helicopter parenting, warmth,
and control in different ways. Another limitation is that all
measures were self-reported from emerging adults. Although
emerging adults provide an important perspective on parenting,
future research should try to obtain additional reports on children’s behaviors to reduce bias. Finally, whereas one of the
strengths of our study was that different profiles were explored
for mothers and fathers, future research would benefit from
understanding outcomes for emerging adults who have parents
with similar or different profiles of parenting. For example, did
children who perceived their mother to be a warm helicopter
parenting also perceive their father similarly? This is an important avenue for future research.
Despite these limitations, this study suggests that helicopter
parenting is likely one behavior that occurs within an assortment of other parenting behaviors, and the impact depends
somewhat on these other, perhaps more prominent, aspects of
parenting. That being said, we did find evidence for a number
of different profiles of parents who use helicopter parenting,
which suggests value in considering co-occurrence of this
construct with other aspects of parenting and using personcentered approaches when exploring parenting during emerging adulthood. Furthermore, no profiles were identified where
parents displayed high levels of helicopter parenting. Indeed,
the most common profile was when average levels of helicopter parenting were paired with warmth and low control. This
suggests the caricature of parents who are constantly hovering
over their children, calling professors and intervening with
supervisors, may not be realistic. Findings also suggested that
relatively low levels of helicopter parenting may be less harmful (and in some cases even helpful) when paired with parental
warmth and low levels of control but may be considerably more
harmful when paired with high levels of control. These findings
have important implications for parents and educators, as well
as those who work with college students or large groups of
emerging adults and their parents. We have much yet to learn
about helicopter parenting and how it influences children’s
development long term, but for the vast majority of emerging
adults in the current sample, helicopter parenting was not the
driving factor in associated risk.
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